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ABSTRACT
A paradox of sorts existed in Mesoamerica around the time following
demise of Tula, one that involved human sacrifice and its role in two
·-'-"--cultures. While ritual killings presented themselves in the valley of
Mexico as well as the Yucatan peninsula since the first civilizations evolved
there, something had changed during the Toltec rule. The arrival of the
benevolent leader Ce acatl Topiltzin, later called Quetzalcoatl, ushered in a
time in which the Toltecs rarely practiced human sacrifice. Topiltzin, son of
the first Toltec leader Mixcoatl, brought to the area a sense of peace and
wealth that had rarely existed in Mesoamerica. The songs of Quetzalcoati
described Tula as, "a true paradise on earth."' The Toltec leader Topiltzin
presided over this utopia as the "great priest-leader Quezalcoatl" who
restored to Tula the glory and high culture previously known in Teotihuacan.
However, the social climate in Tula changed; the traditional violent
ways returned and at a frightening rate. The blood-thirsty sky god
Tezcatilpoca, or Smoking Mirror, began to draw the Toltecs away from the
non-sacrificing Quetzalcoatl and toward the more deadly rituals of the past.
This development, which always involved conquest, spelled the eventual
destruction ofTula and the Toltec nation. In time, northern barbarians called
Chichimecs moved out of the uplands into the valley and mixed with the
Toltec renmants. This mixing formed the Mexica nation.
The Aztecs, or Mexica, placed much importance on the past. For
them, this captured, or appropriated history legitimized their culture and gave
it power. They identified with the Toltecs, under Quetzalcoatl, and recreated
1

Benjamin Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 1985), 8.

~

11

at earlier civilization in their own image, but with the added trait of violent
Human sacrifice defmed the character of the Mexica and subsequently
them far away from the ideals Quetzalcoatl had adopted .
This paper focuses on the Aztecs' practice of human sacrifice and the
s~}>roader meaning

it had in the valley of Mexico from 1325 to 1519. The

· > ,study also explores how and why a culture so connected to the past and the

;meaning of that past often contradicted it. Through the use oflocal
cosmogony and religion, the impetus behind human sacrifice and the
paradox of the Aztecffoltec relationship are explained and interpreted. In
addition, chapter one considers general sacrificial theory and provides
possible insights into the meaning of violent ritual not directly evident in the
Aztec world.

~

1. THEORIES AND CONSTRUCTION
.Any consideration of sacrifice and its meaning in post-classic
resoamerica must begin with a theory for violent ritual itself This theory
contain as little influence as possible from the subject so as to permit
~~biased comparisons between the two. Hence, all theories of sacrificial

'ritual need to be stripped of the cultural bindings that assign them to a
particular place or time. A generalized theory should then demonstrate that
no culture has entirely unique reasons for human sacrifice. The act is a
human phenomenon, found in many regions, evolving because of insecurity
and outside influences.
This chapter explores existing scholarship in the field of sacrificial
theories and attempts to synthesize them into a general thesis. By
proceeding in this way, the sacrificers' conscious reasoning for sacrifice is
not only explained more clearly, but also the unconscious factors that may
have sparked the beginning of violent ritual itself Once the general theory
emerges from the existing theses, it is tested against the Aztecs as a way of
legitimizing the theory and explaining the violent behavior of the Mexica.

I.

Of the five basic paradigms that exist in human religious thought,
theocentrism best fits those groups that performed human sacrifice. Jaroslav
Krejci describes theocentrism as the "god centered view" and theocentrists as
individuals who believed their only purpose on earth involved serving the

L
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People lived to" supply [the gods] with food, drink, and shelter, so
might have full leisure for their divine activities. The human
merely a subordinate to the gods in the theocentric world-view and a
whose life is "beset with uncertainty and haunted by insecurity...
:&¥hose] destiny [is] decreed to him by the unpredictable gods."2
c;§:,,i'<'

Theocentrism stands as the fundamental parameter surrounding the

''modelofsacrifice in this study. The "god centered view" lends itself well to
e,x.plaining this type of behavior. It serves as a starting point in the
construction of a theoretical framework simply because most cultures
involved in sacrifice believed in the gods and their powers. While the
individual theories of why people offered up one another to supernatural
beings may vary, all beliefs involve, in some form, a substantial relationship
between man and god.
There exist itmumerable theses on the meaning of sacrifice, but as
Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss point out, "fmd[ing] any which have a
scientific character" involves looking at the most recent studies. 3 For the
purpose of this thesis, three schools of thought are employed concerning base
meanings: 1) sacrifice as gift, 2) sacrifice as communion, and 3) sacrifice as
magic. All three are considered independently and then synthesized into a
working model applied later to Mesoamerica. These theories, while not the
only ones available, offer a great deal of flexibility, i.e. they are applicable to
a wide range of cultures. This applicability ensures a theory constructed
without bias, that is, built without one particular culture in mind.
1

Jaroslav Krejci, The Human Predicament: Its Changing Image (New York: St
Martin's Press, 1993), 10.
2
Ibid. ' 11.
3
Hemi Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function (London: Cohn
and West, 1964 ), l.
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if?;i'Ibeocentrists saw themselves as subordinate caretakers of the gods,
trying to support them with material comforts from the mortal world.
evolution of the gift sacrifice in these religious conditions seemed
fevitable considering man's fear of the supernatural. He needed a way to
¢(}ntrol the gods, or at least gain their favor, and sacrifice provided the
;means. E.B. Tylor, who first formulated the gift theory, claims that not only
the gift sacrifice performed to gain the favor of the god, but also to
lessen his hostility towards the mortal man. 4
The object offered became the actual gift, and the ritual became the
means by which the gift crossed over from the natural to the supernatural
realm. This crossing over to the other side represented, for Tyler, a bond that
man attempted to gain with the god through the ritual. 5 People felt that the
only way to reach the god and personally connect with him existed through
the sacrifice. Humans prayed for any number of things, but to gain
supernatural attention and good will, an offering was needed. The bond
desired by man served man and god equally.
In keeping with theocentrism, people had to provide the gods with the
material comforts of everyday life so they would be free to engage in their
divine activities. These divine activities doubtless had much to do with the
often helpless mortal on earth. The bond Tyler talks about does not come
about because man had a high-minded need to be close to god, but merely
because it was a way to provide for the higher beings so as to leave them time
to take care of their people. The ritual evolved out of purely utilitarian ideals;

4

Alberto R. Green, The Role of Human Sacrifice in the Ancient Near East (Missoula:
Scholars Press, 1975), 3.
5
Ibid., 3.
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actea as payment for services the gods performed, not just simply out

iNowever. Tyler believes the sacrifice, in time, "transformed in the
~,,nt+h<>

sacrificers, ... and became that of homage, and [eventually]

nciation."6 A serious problem arises with this jump from a self-serving
.l'lrt

for gift sacrifice to an offering over guilt. This leaves us with the

1~stion: what were these people so guilty about? While Tyler never seems
~explain this

evolution completely, Robertson Smith does reconcile this

iflange in the theory of communion.
Smith's theory parallels Tyler's in that both believed the ritual
%attempted to get closer to the gods. The communion, according to Smith,
r.>.m"" earlier in human thought than any notion of gifts, but, like the gift

sacrifice, acted as "a method of establishing solidarity between the group and

its god."7 Central to this theory, however, is the identity and meaning given
to the object offered in the ritual. In the gift sacrifice, the object acted as
merely bounty for the gods, i.e. sustenance in the earthly form. The object
seemed sacred primarily in the realm of the ritual and only for the purpose of
transference from one plane to the next. With the act of communion came
the belief that the object simultaneously represented man, god, and the
offering. This totemic communion is central to this second thesis.
Sacrifice as totemic communion, in Robertson Smith's view, provides
the "root origin of sacrifice. " 8 Smith believed the totemic cults saw
themselves and their gods as possessing the same flesh and blood. When the
sacrifice and subsequent consumption of the offering took place, man and
6
7

8
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t;became bound together. 9 This makes perfect sense in the context of
,~agricultural societies because, as is evident in some early cultures, 10 the

i1lilCt of sacrifice often sustained the group's livelihood. As the animal

l{)resented a primary source of food, it took on a sacred meaning out of both
tntrtesy to the gods and fear of estrangement, i.e., starvation due to scarcity
prought on by providence. The offering existed not as the god in animate
;J.uuu, but as a necessary symbol and critical link to the supernatural.

In the totemic communion, the god existed in the sacrificial object, but

not the object itself. Divinity lived in the form of the life force of the
'offering, and this is what man saw as the sacred thing within the animal. As
E. 0. James remarked, "animals, [humans], and plants, and certain inanimate
objects, similarly possess a soul substance, ... that is [transferable] from one
person or object to another." 11 This ability to move the sacred from the
object, which is the meeting place for man and god, to the people directly
was the communion. Not only did man receive god from the ritual, but also
the "soul substance" from the offering, the two represented the same thing.
This goes a long way in explaining canmbalism as part of some sacrificial
rituals.

9
10

Ibid., 2-3.
E. 0. James, Origins of Sacrifice: A Study In Comparative Religion (Port
Washington: Kennikat Press, 1933), 21-40. James talks about Paleolithic cave paintings
found in the Franco-Canabrian region and numerous other places. For him, these images
show an almost divine respect for the animals slain for food. In many of these early
hunter/gatherer groups, the killing of an animal and subsequent consumption of it
transferred life from one like being to the other--the "soul substance" moving out of the
animal and into the man. The Ainu bear cult is also mentioned by Smith as the more
traditional totemic cult. In the earliest hunting societies the hunt most likely acted as the
ritual, i.e. there was not always a formal or traditional sacrifice.
11 Ibid., 23.

L__

6

the far as the movement of the act from the realm of pure
finunion into a ritual performed out of guilt, only one possibility seems
· guilt over the sacrifice itself I suspect that not all cases of sacrifice
~k;place

because the people felt estranged from the god and guilty because

estrangement; instead they felt guilty over the ritual killing of
btnething that represented themselves and the god. This belief presents itself
Zl{ithe Ainu bear cult. Before they sacrificed a bear or a cub, their ultimate
:tsvmbol of divinity, much apologizing took place to atone for what was about
happen. 12 The sacrificers probably felt trapped in their own system; they
had to sacrifice what appeared most sacred to them to make the communion
with the divinity, but at the same time they killed something considered the
same as themselves or in many cases the divinity in mortal form. They
simply gave the ritual two meanings: on one hand it acted as the communion
with god so necessary for survival; on the other, through apology and
sacrifice, it worked as atonement for the sin committed within the ritual.
Smith's theory on sacrifice as totemic communion appears very
compelling in the pre-agricultural as well as agricultural societies despite the
conflicting views. Hubert and Mauss believed that all sacrificial cultures
went through a totemic stage, but as man's relationship to animals changed,
most likely due to agriculture, it fell into disuse. 13 While they never claimed
the need for communion lost primacy as man's religious thought evolved,
they do seem convinced that true totemism died with the hunter and
gatherers. They point out that it ultimately became prevalent in only a few

12
13

Ibid, 39.
Green, 5.
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'ties; however, they fail to give full credit to food crops and of course
tnan~beings

as totems.

fmal theory of sacrifice involves Sir James George Frazer's belief
~~t,sacrificial rituals were viewed as magical rites. 14 As mentioned above,

saw the object of sacrifice possessing divine qualities within the act of
For Frazer, however, the slain object, be it man or animal, was the
~~.rininr

incarnate. 15 Man performed the ritual and "believed that nature

'ijWould be magically compelled to follow his example," i.e. to bring the deity
the realm of the material world. 16 This theory supposes that the
· sacrificers ritually killed the god not for reasons of communion, but because
they believed, " its death [had] a good effect on agriculture. 17
Not only did Frazer see the sacrifice as advantageous to the sacrificer,
but also to the god. Throughout much of his work, Frazer describes the ritual
killing of various gods and how it acted as a renewing force for them.18 By
killing the deity, man not only saved the god from senility and old age, but
also assured his own crops from" imitating his [the god's] old age."19 The
sacrifice of an old god also meant the carrying away of human problems such
as "sickness, death, and sin."20 Unlike Smith's theory of communion that
only works to benefit the sacrificer in the form of bonding and expiation,
Frazer's thesis acts on behalf of both man and god, as with Tyler's gift idea.
14

Ibid., 6.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Sir James Frazer, The Golden Bough, ed. Theodor H. Gaster (New York: Mentor,
1959), 339-462. Frazer gives several examples of the ritual slaying of gods to produce
rebirth for the divinities and good harvests for the people. Green also suggests Frazer's
The Dying God for further sources on this theory.
19 Green, 6.
2 0 Hubert and Mauss , 5.
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''"llr~tzer and Smith do compliment one another, however, in that both

mvmlty as associated with the offering. One saw the sacrificial object as
incarnate, while the other believed man, god, and the sacrifice were
tindtogether by the same "soul substance." Although Hubert and Mauss
the universality of the totemism in sacrifice, both Frazer and Smith
ellevea this concept occupied an essential position in the general theory.
~r~tzer says little about communion in the ritual, but based on the examples

used of groups "eating of the god sacramentally"21 to gain physical and
" mental strength, through what Bruce Lincoln calls the anthropogonic reversal
of sacrifice, 22 it seems only logical to assume that this act represented a
bonding with the god as well.
II.

The survey of the three central theories relevant to this study is now
complete. However, before formulating a general hypothesis that integrates
them into one overall view of sacrifice, we need to consider two other
possibilities: 1) The role of anthropogony/cosmogony in sacrifice, and 2)
utility. While these two areas do not fit nicely into the mold oftheocentrism,
they provide additional background on various sacrificial thought that may

21

Green 7
Bruce Lin~oln, Death War and Sacrifice· Studies In Ideology and Practice
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991 ), 170. Lincoln explains that through the
act of eating, the sacrifice is turned into the "alloforrnic matter," e.g., wine becomes
blood symbolically and thus is considered more powerful than the actual substance. The
meal is the communion by virtue of the fact that the food becomes sacred. When Lincoln
speaks in terms of anthropogonic and cosmogonic he means within the ritual, the body of
the sacrificed becomes part of the universe and the universe part of the body. The body is
sacred within the realm of the ritual and therefore takes on a dual meaning.
22

9

e•some interesting insights when considering Mesoamerica's diverse
role of cosmogony in sacrifice, in some ways, resembles that of
<1" ..;a

postulate but for different reasons. Bruce Lincoln writes at some

tht through the use of early Indo-European creation myth, on man's
f~j;f'th<~t

different parts of the human body represent various elements in the

11ivP.r~e23

In his explanation of sacrifice, he sees that in the creation of one,

er•rne universe, there must be a desecration of the other, the offering.24 By
~e;destruction of the

sacrificial object, a human being, the universe benefits.

"'The .sacrifice as a ritual effectively repeats the cosmogony, shifting matter
• trom [the] victim's body to the alloformic parts of the universe."25 In doing
this, a gift of sorts is given to the universe for its continued existence. The
ritual acts as a way for man to ensure the well-being of the cosmos, which is
quite advantageous to him, while at the same time repaying the universe for
its part in his creation, his body.
Lincoln sees the cosmogonical approach as cyclical, alternating
between cosmogony and anthropogony. 26 As mentioned above, man's body
represented various elements in the universe: the eyes equated with the sun,27
the bones with stones, and the flesh with earth. In turn the opposite also held
true, not only did man come from the universe, but the universe from man. 28
23

Ibid., 167-75.
Ibid., 170.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 In Lincoln's examples taken from the thirteenth century Russian Poems ofthe Dove
King and the fifteenth-century Old Frisian Code ofEmsig, the eyes are mentioned as
coming from the sun and vice versa, but in Piero Camporesi's book, Juice ofLife,
(Continuum, 1995, 77), the sun is compared to the human heart by reason that they are
both "the measurer and pendulum of existence." Lincoln , 168-69.
28 Ibid., 168-69.
24

10

~yps

that held these views saw their lives as part of the cycle of the

one depending on the other. The human body and the cosmos were
prised of the same stuff which often needed transference from one entity
el.a.r.thPr through

a sacrificial rite. The gift went both ways: man gave

·""·~-•c•~

the universe for its survival, and the universe gave man his

~ptinued

existence within nature.

GroYps like the Druids exemplified the cosmogonical/antbropogonal
[oproach to sacrifice, while at the same time recognizing its practical side.
Druids viewed themselves as religiously high-minded and their rituals as
?'essential to the survival of the universe, but they also saw an opportunity to
make life easier for themselves through the ritual. As Lincoln points out,
groups like the Druids developed societies not particularly labor intensive, so
when conflicts arose from outside, such as wars which produced prisoners, or
from within, such as when serious criminals were in custody, sacrifice
seemed a perfect solution.29 The sacrifice presented a way to dispose of
unwanted elements in the society and provided the necessary religious
offerings all in one. Not only did prisoners and criminals serve sacred needs,
but they also saved the Druids the expense of having to provide them with
food and shelter. ln addition, though no way certain, this type of treatment of
foes had to affect their actions; that is to say, crime rates within the group
probably remained low and in times of war the enemy probably became very
nervous when dealing with the Druids.
Utility in sacrifice doubtless played a major role in many societies.
Even in large agricultural civilizations, criminals and prisoners-of-war gave
the sacrificers victims from outside the mainstream of the group. This

29 Ibid. , 183.
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olli.went a long way toward easing the guilt associated with sacrifice,
the offerings had become somewhat dehumanized based on their
;.:n ..nnlabel. Even with state executions today, people often rationalize

being performed on "scum" or an "animal." For the sacrificial
)ieties, however, sacrifice was a religious as well as practical ritual.

ill.
The examination of both theocentric and alternative explanations for
'sacrifice have been considered and the construction of a general theory is
now in order. This general theory, or model, attempts to fmd similarities
among the existing scholarship with the goal of synthesizing them into a
broad-based thesis that covers the sacrificial spectrum. I do not claim that
the method is exhaustive and applicable to each case, but merely that it acts
as a guide for the exploration into the sacrificers' minds on a more
fundamental level.
In looking at the theocentric and the cosmogonical theories, we see a

common thread of man's relationship to the environment. Whether it was the
agricultural society's dependence on the rains for a healthy crop or the
hunter's need for plentiful game in the winter, humans found themselves
completely tied to and dependent on the natural world. While environmental
determinism has lost favor in the twentieth century and has been replaced
with possibilism, 30 we must remember that people of the distant and not-so30

The word "possibilism" simply means that while man is most definitely affected by
his physical surroundings, they are not the primary determinant of his behavior. I would
argue that this term is more relevant today than in the past because of science and
technology. (The definition of this term was generated from lecture material on human
geography at the University of South Florida, N. Duncan-Tabb, 1997). For examples of

12

~tpast had little control over their situation as far as short-interval

)tation was concerned. In other words, the early societies probably often
themselves unable to adjust to acute environmental changes, like
or droughts.
This inability to adapt successfully to the seemingly indifferent
lWronment doubtless worked on the human psyche. People needed to feel
they controlled the events of their lives, or at least understood them. By
,yirtue of their substantial dependence on a unpredictable natural world,
i'nany, if not all cultures looked to the supernatural for some order in the
The gods in the heavens or the heavens themselves determined events
on. the earth, so if man could only make contact with these higher powers,
perhaps he could control what happened around him. But, of course, this
only describes the human need for religion, not sacrifice within the religion;
for this we must understand what man held as important.
Every sacrificial offering involved something of value to the sacrificer.

In almost every case the object represented something of man, either the
animals he killed, the food he grew, or his own body. Even prisoners and
criminals found importance within the realm of the ritual. 31 People could
only deal with the supernatural on human terms--they saw the gods and the
universe as being much like themselves and consequently desiring the same
things. For man, the sacrifice of his own valuables seemed the ultimate

possibilism see Preston James, All Possible Worlds (New York: Odyssey, 1972), 134.
It is important that prisoners and criminals not be viewed as having the same
importance to all cultures. As will be shown later, the Aztecs preferred prisoners as
victims; they were very important in a religious sense and not simply sacrificed for the
sake of utility and safety. As for criminals, the idea of punishment sets up the sacrifice,
but in the realm of the ritual, the body is still important and not diminished by virtue of
the crime.

31
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of acquiescence and subordination to the higher powers, but it
1tlwed his belief in the controllability of something much like himself
human mind gave only what it knew to what it understood. Man
the gods as being like himself and acted accordingly. The early
fiires put themselves in the place of the gods and questioned what they
Sometimes they thought the gods wanted gifts such as food, shelter,
clothing, as in Tyler's view. Other times, perhaps, the higher power
tfanted direct connection with humans, as with Robertson Smith's idea.
even questioned if the gods or the universe needed them for healing or

'i\i~tenance, as is evident with the Druids' cosmogonical!anthropogonal and
Frazer's magic theories. Sacrifice and its offerings simply projected human
desires and needs from the natural to the supernatural world.
The violent ritual showed man's attempts to control his physical
surroundings in the most extreme, and for him, the most effective way
possible. It became, perhaps, the only way to exert some type of influence
and power over a volatile environment. Without the knowledge and
technology available for successful understanding and adaptation to the
physical surroundings, the human mind turned to the unseen world for help.
Sacrifice became the price for that help.
All of the theses discussed confirm this belief and when taken together
form the initial section of the generalized theory of sacrifice.
The first part states that:
Sacrificial practices grew out of human insecurity brought on by an
unpredictable environment. The lack of control man had over his
surroundings led directly to dependence on the supernatural for peace
of mind. Through sacrifice, man believed, the gap was bridged
between the natural and supernatural, and a clear line of

14

~communication
~gods

established to the higher powers. Man believed that the

were responsible for events on earth and only direct contact

through sacrifice would enable him to have some control over his
physical environment. The sacrifice acted as gift, communion, magic,
rebirth, and death within the ritual, but the very origin itself came from
the mind's need for control and order. Everything else came only after
the mind accepted the violent ritual as a logical way to reach the gods
and subsequently explain the world. 32

The other variable in the generalized theory involves fear. This is not
the same emotion as insecurity and in the case of sacrificial ritual,
did not come about at the same time. The various theories and a few cases
suggest that sacrificial cultures found themselves in a sort of "catch
twenty-two" with respect to sacrifice. We know that man viewed the ritual
as a means of controlling his surroundings, but when disaster still befell him
fear undoubtedly entered.
The failure of sacrifice drove man to question the violent ritual, not in
tenns of its legitimacy, but its method and frequency. He surely did not
blame the gods or the universe for his misfortune, only himself and his
inadequacies. Instead ofleading to an end of sacrifice, failure often brought
increases and variations to the act which most likely led to the use of humans
as offerings.

32

This theory proposes that the physical environment was a determining factor in the
initiation of the violent ritual. While it does not embrace the term environmental
determinism in its purest definition, it does hold that geography and changing conditions
within the environment caused enough anxiety in the early human mind to affect
behavior and future actions, especially in the realm of religion.

15

the realm of sacrifice then comprises the other half of the
~neralized

theory, and it states that:

After sacrifice had been established in a society, every success
and failure of any consequence found within the society was
attributed to man's correct or incorrect application of the ritual.
This mentality often led to increasing numbers of sacrifices and
variations within the act. A dependence on sacrifice brought fear
to the group as they became trapped by a belief that one wrong
move might bring disaster and in some cases the end of all life.
Fear and insecurity work together in the initiation and proliferation of
sacrifice, all other theories simply add to these root ideas and support them.
The general theory acts as a sound base for explaining the
fundamental reasons behind violent ritual, and not only in Mesoamerica.
Parallels have been found in places geographically and temporally separated
from ancient Mexico, adding to the legitimacy of the general thesis. 33
Our attention now turns to Mesoamerica, to one of the most notorious
groups of sacrificers in recorded history, the Aztecs. With the primary
theories explored and a general thesis on sacrifice constructed, the Aztecs'
sacrificial rituals now become the focus. The goal here is to look at certain

33

R.AS Macalister, Human Sacrifice, from the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics,
vol. 6, ed. James Hastings (New York: Scribner's and Sons, nd), 862-63. In Babylonia
and Assyria the archaeological records show evidence of human sacrifices being
performed with the inclusion and participation of a vegetable offering. Here we see a
direct connection between sacrifice and environment, i.e., the sacrificers aim to please
the god through the blood sacrifice and in return have favorable agricultural conditions.
The insecurity of the sacrificers, as manifest through their need for control over the
environment through supernatural means appears evident since this type of ritual always
took place following the movement of the tribe from one location to another. In new and
precarious physical surroundings control demanded sacrifice.
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within the culture to see if any of the Aztecs' reasons for sacrifice
the general, or any other theories.

17

2. HISTORY AND INFLUENCES
The peoples of Mesoamerica had long been concerned with the idea of
~gitimacy through history and culture. Many groups believed that power and

tlfl.uence came only from a direct connection with a glorious past. For the
l:ztecs. this meant a link with the fallen empire of the Toltecs and their city
Like the Toltecs, who found their own legitimacy through associating
themselves with Teotihuacan and Quetzalcoatl, the Aztecs simply continued
tradition of cultural borrowing through time. The civilizations of
post-classic Mesoamerica seemed to fmd respectability and the true throne to
power only through association with a past not necessarily their own. In a
region with many barbarian tribes struggling for dominance over the valley of
Mexico, it appears this method of civilizing one's own group through ties to
the past became the only way to greatness.
The problem with the Aztec and the Toltec relationship, however,
resides in their dramatically different ideologies. There exists no doubt of the
respect and need for imitation felt by the Aztecs towards their predecessors.
Leon Portilla points out, "keeping the memory of the achievements of their
ancestors [alive] made it possible for them to renew their own lives" and
"carried them to the cultural heights [known] in the past." 1 Aztec society
most defmitely saw itself as the heir of the Toltec belief system and
subsequently their legacy of high culture and power. At the same time,
however, the Aztecs adopted an extremely violent culture not prevalent in the
post-classic era. The cultural borrowing from the Toltecs and existing beliefs

1

Miguel Leon-Portilla, The Aztec Image of Self and Society· An Introduction to
Nahua Culture (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992), 79.

~
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Jhicbimecs before the rise of Tenochtitlan provide the focus for this
By examining the valley area from about 1000 C.E. to 1325 C.E.,
see how the Aztecs developed in the valley of Mexico.
Around the year 1000, Topiltzin, king of the Toltecs, founded the
city ofTula. 2 Built as the greatest cultural center since Teotihuacan,
became the focus of Mesoamerican culture and trade. Much like
Gwtihuacan, Tula adopted the same religious beliefs with the renaming of
'[opiltzin to Quetzalcoat1, 3 as well as other traits similar to the earlier city,
arts, crafts, and other intellectual pursuits. For the Toltecs, and later the
1-\.zte~;l;, Tula embodied a "true paradise on earth," a place of" master artisans

scientists," plentiful crops and other luxuries. Tula embodied, if only for
a brief period, "a true golden age for the great priest king Quetzalcoatl. "

4

The birth and maintenance of this "golden age" depended, however, on
conquest. The Toltecs existed not as a closed society, completely selfsufficient and benevolent to all outsiders, but as an empire constantly
searching the land for subordinates able to pay tribute. Conquest was a trait
the Aztecs no doubt adopted from their ancestors. But the difference
between the Aztec conquests and the Toltec's version was the use of
sacrifice. Leon Portilla fmds in the Anales de Cuauhtitlan that the "first

Benjamin Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 1985), 8. Keen lists the founding ofTula as "about 980," but other
sources give various dates. Since there is uncertainty as to the date for the rise of Tula,
1000 will be used since it marks the beginning of the post-classic era and the Toltecs.
3
Portilla, 22. For the sake of understanding, when ever Quetzalcoatl is mentioned in
the human form as king of the Toltecs, it will appear as Quetzalcoatl-Topiltzin. The deity
will simply be Quetzalcoatl. The renaming of Topiltzin appears to have come about
because of his ability to act as a high priest with respect to the ancient Teotihuacano
gods, but also it acted as a way of solidifying acceptance and legitimacy in the region due
to the link with the former city.
4 Keen, 8.
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tzalcoatl," i.e., Quetzalcoatl-Topiltzin, deplored human sacrifice. 5 The
tees used conquest as means to procure material goods, not as a way to
blood. This, however, may only hold true during the reign of
:(etzalcoatl-Topiltzin. It appears throughout Mesoamerica, from the time
';t.ileMavans until the Spanish arrival, that sacrifice was widely practiced in

fie, context of war, so the first Quetzalcoatl's aversion to this practice makes
the exception to the Mesoamerican tradition.

In time, the priest king's benevolent ways did work against him and
··non-sacrificing Toltecs. According to Keen, toward the end of
Quetzalcoatl' s reign6 Tula became "the scene of an obscure struggle between
two religious traditions.''7 One faction turned to the god Tezcatlipoca, a
· notorious sacrificer, and the others remained faithful to the peaceful
Quetzalcoatl.

8

The religious split within the Toltec society becomes ambiguous
because it mixes "an exceptional religious drama" with reality. On the factual
side, it appears that the Toltecs simply became lazy and overdependent on the
bounty collected from conquest. Keen states that "In addition to possible
droughts, the Toltecs neglect[ed] agriculture in favor of the collection of

5

Portilla, 26. It states in the Anales de Cuauhtitlan that: ''It was said, it was
recounted, that when he ruled, during the time of the first Quetzalcoatl, whose name was
1-Reed, he never wanted sacrifices... "
6
Determining the time of this is difficult because many different dates given for the
founding ofTula. For this discussion we will assume that Tula was founded around 980
to 1000 as is noted by Keen, and the first Quetzalcoatl ruled for approximately nineteen
years as stated by Portilla Based on the fact that Topiltzin was not renamed Quetzalcoatl
until the founding ofTula puts the beginnings of internal strife between the years 1000
and 1020. However, the Toltec empire did not completely collapse until the middle of the
twelfth century. Keen , 8-9.
7
Keen, 8.
8
See chap. 3 for details on both Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca.
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~items

as tribute from conquered peoples." 9 The greed of the Toltecs

f[).e:insatiable or even necessary for survival in their dwindling paradise.
;;Doubtless, with all the internal strife occurring inside the empire,
i£le.groups began to infiltrate the Toltec culture. Like a wounded animal
to protect itself, the weakened Toltecs and their culture collapsed

ler pressures from outside. The Chichemec tribes came down from the
and into the valley of Mexico, bringing with them their violent
Keen likens the Chichemec and Toltec merger to the Germanic
~arbarians

descending on a "dying Roman empire."lO

At some point, the Chichemecs, with their god Tezcatlipoca, won out
;~ver

the believers in Quetzalcoatl. This caused a diaspora of the latter group

'atld sent them into the far reaches ofMexico. 11 While the evidence for this
exodus is vague, it does appear to have marked the official, if not complete,
end of Quetzalcoatl-Topiltzin's political influence on the Toltecs. The Aztecs
later transformed the actual civil war and subsequent fleeing of the priest
king into an bizarre conflict between the god Quetzalcoatl and
Tezcatlipoca. 12 This battle, so to speak, between the two gods for the power
of the empire is purely an invention by the Aztecs, and therefore most likely
not based on actual events. However, the retelling of this happening through
myth does go a long way in explaining the importance of the two beliefs
present at the time and places it as a defining moment in the history of the
Toltecs.

9
10
11

Keen,9.
Ibid.
Burr Cartwright Brundage, The Fifth Sun: Aztec Gods. Aztec World (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1979), 114. Brundage believes that Topiltzin took his
followers out of the valley after a civil war in which Tezcatlipoca' s faction won.
12 See chap. 3 on Quetzalcoatl.
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After the defeat of the Quetzalcoatl ideology, the Toltecs as a nation
,eeroed to fade away. A power vacuum of sorts developed in the valley, and
tllumerous Chichemec tribes entered to fill the void. The merger of the
vToltecs under Quetzalcoatl and the Chichemecs ofTezcatlipoca meant not a
< continuance of the empire as it had been, but only remnants of its former self.

In these remnants of the Toltec empire the seeds of the Aztec nation took
]).old.
The Aztecs, or Mexica, came into the valley last. Like many of the
Chichemec tnbes that had come before them, they wandered around the
valley looking for a permanent home. These late-comers to the region,
however, found little welcome and conflict arose early for the upstart Aztecs.
Moving from place to place, harassed by the stronger groups in the area, the
Mexica fmally settled, by permission, in Tizapan about 1299. 13 The Aztecs
lived under the rule oflord Coxcoxtli, king of the Culhuacans untill323, at
which time they founded Tenochtitlan at the expense of Coxcoxtli's
daughter. 14
Before the founding ofTenochtitlan, there appears to have been little
T oltec influence within the Aztec culture. Brundage argues that the early
Aztecs, as they wandered through the valley, may have encountered the
remnants of Tula, but this not in any way certain. 15 The entire nomadic life
13

Portilla, 31.
Ibid. According to Portilla, the deity Huitzilopochtli came to the Aztecs and ordered
them to sacrifice the king' s daughter. Afterwards, and probably by design, the Aztecs
were chased from Tizapan and settled on the island in lake Texcoco, the future
Tenochtitlan. The myth turns the event into a divine happening aimed at finding the true
home of the Aztecs, however, the sacrifice of the daughter may have been a ploy by the
Aztecs to instigate conflict with an aging king and his weakening control.
15 Brundage, 137. The pantheon of the early Aztecs may have, in time, combined
with that of the Toltecs, but this is much too much to assume before the founding of
Tenochtitlan. The Aztecs prior to Tenochtitlan were wandering nomads harassed
14
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()f.the Mexica seems to have centered around the god Huitzilopochtli and the
16

itnportance of the sun.
The Aztecs, at the time of the founding ofTenochtitlan, had the beliefs

~r'~iher Chichemecs.

However, in order to reach the predominance they

sought in the valley, a respectable and noble past became necessary. The
violent nature of their Chichemec origins and the memories of hardship
placed on them before Tenochtitlan did not leave the Aztecs, but simply
combined with the scattered renmants of the great Toltec empire. ln the
presence of a violent past, the Aztecs adopted the ways of the Toltecs for a
clear path to primacy in the region. They combined the violent religious
ideology of their own past with the civilized beliefs of a great empire and
through myth legitimized it.

constantly, so to believe that they settled anywhere long enough to adopt complex beliefs
is
16improbable.
See chap. 3 and 4. Tezcatlipoca appears in different forms with different names.
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3. THE NECESSITY OF GOOD AND EVIL
The Aztecs, like their predecessors, lived in the valley, not as recluses,
as expansionists striving to mold their empire into the richest and most
'" nowerful ever known in Mesoamerica. To achieve this, the Aztecs moved
out beyond the enclave ofTenochtitlan in search of tribute from smaller,
weaker groups. This practice of taking advantage of the weak did not belong
exclusively to the Mexica, but to nearly every empire ever known in the
region, even the Toltecs. Unlike the Toltecs, however, the Aztecs pursued
the subjugation of others violently. Those who did not pay tribute often
found themselves at war with the powerful empire and eventually on the
sacrificial slab.
War had existed in Mesoamerica for some time and in itself seemed a
normal part of imperial life; the Toltecs had been in many wars as they
attempted to maintain control of their empire. However, with the Aztecs, a
violent and bizarre twist entered this realm, the sacrificing of enemy
prisoners ofwar. 1 The Aztecs, who so completely aligned themselves with
Quetzalcoatl's Toltecs, now turned to an act the former had deplored. The
non-sacrificing Toltecs beginning with Topiltzin followed the peaceful god
Quetzalcoatl, while the violent Chichemecs subscribed to the beliefs of the
sacrificing deity, Tezcatlipoca The Aztecs embraced both at once.
How they reconciled these two gods into one belief system merits
serious consideration if the root cause of Aztec sacrificial ritual is to be
found. Quetzalcoatl's and Tezcatlipoca's place in Aztec thought is addressed

This had taken place in the Mayan civilization as well as in the Druid societies (see
chap. 1). Because the trend in civilized societies in Mesoamerica moved away from this
barbaric practice, the Aztec practice appears unique.
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here because it supplies clues to Mexica rationalization for violent ritual. Of
course, the Aztec pantheon is quite complex, and in their minds the synthesis
of two opposing gods probably presented little conflict, depending on the
situation, e.g. the state of war, agriculture, and possibly the coming
apocalypse. But since these two deities held such a primary role in the
demise of the last empire, how the Aztecs viewed both and dealt with each in
the same pantheon is of vital importance.
Before going into any detail about the two gods and their place in the
Aztec pantheon, the story of their mythic confrontation needs telling. This
will show not only how the Aztecs made room for their new empire and its
violent methods, but also the duality of man and god and the need it fulfilled
inside the Aztec society. The Mexica did not see goodness as any more
desirable than evil, just opposites that existed naturally. 2 Unlike the
European tradition of fearing and avoiding evil, the Aztecs simply accepted it
as part of the cyclical nature of man and god.
As discussed in chapter two, towards the end of QuetzalcoatlTopiltzin's reign a bizarre struggle arose involving the opposing religious
factions ofQuetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca. This in time weakened the Toltec
empire and helped lead to its demise. Even though the Aztecs arrived last on
the scene, after the fall of Tula they probably heard of the conflict between
the two factions and developed a supernatural version of the battle and
subsequent exodus of Quetzalcoatl.
According to Sahagun's telling of the story of Quetzalcoatl and

I
I

Tezcatlipoca, a day arrived when a little old man came to see Quetzalcoatl

2

C.A. Burland and Werner Forman, Feathered Serpent and Smoking Mirror (London:
G.P Putnam's Sons, 1975), 56.
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and offer lrim a drink. 3 After some time the "feathered Serpent" Quetzalcoatl
took a drink of what appeared to be a potion. The old man spurred the god to

drink long and deeply until the potion was gone. Quetzalcoatl became drunk
and then knew that the devil had tricked him. 4
After becoming drunk, a demonic goddess came to Quetzalcoatl and
tempted lrim, 5 during a great feast he took her and they copulated. 6
Quetzalcoatl, the enlightened and pure god, became tainted with this act of
fornication and subsequently felt very ashamed. He no longer could stay at
Tula with such a bad mark on him. Before leaving his city he burned
everything: "his house of gold, his house of seashells; and still other Tolteca
craft objects which were marvelous achievements, he buried... perhaps inside
a mountain or a canyon. "7
Quetzalcoati fled from Tula across Mexico to the Caribbean Sea where
he "embarked upon a raft made of serpent skins. " 8 Sailing toward the
sunrise9 until the great heat from the sun ignited his boat and his heart flew
up to meet it. 1° Of course Quetzalcoatl' s story did not end there; the Aztecs
believed he would return one day to reclaim his lost empire. 11
3

I
I

Fray Bernardino De Sahagun, The Origin of the Gods- Book 3 From the General
History of New Spain (Santa Fe: The School of American Research and the University
of Utah, 1978), 17. Sahagun calls the little old man the devil, which in Aztec terms
would mean the dark side, i.e. Tezcatlipoca.
4
De Sahagun , 18.
5 Burland and Forman, 43.
6
Ibid.
7 De Sahagun , 33.
8
Burland and Forman, 43.
9
This explains perhaps the reason why he became known to the Aztecs as the god of
the morning star.
10 Ibid., 43.
11 Brundage , 118. Brundage and most other texts argue that this belief that
Quetzalcoatl would one day return did much to affect the psyche of the Aztecs when the
Spanish arrived many of them believed Quetzalcoatl had returned.
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In reality the Aztecs did not chase the actual priest king Quetzalcoatl
from Tula, but their ancestors, the Chichemecs, did. For the Mexica, the goal
was an empire, a legitimate one built from the remnants of the old. The
Aztecs certainly subscribed to the beliefs and methods of their Chichemec
ancestry, but they also wanted a noble past. This is why Quetzalcoatl had to
return one day and not simply disappear following his exodus.
However, in keeping Quetzalcoatl in the pantheon a fundamental
problem arose, how to maintain the violent ritual knowing he opposed it so
completely. In a large pantheon such as the Aztecs', perhaps the many other
gods outweighed the beliefs of Quetzalcoatl concerning sacrifice, but his
place in Aztec religion and everyday culture makes such a rationalization
improbable. Quetzalcoatl, the god of the arts and all learning had prime
importance in the Aztec mind. He had given respect and legitimacy to Tula
from his connection with Teotihuacan and now he did the same for
Tenochtitlan.
While the Aztecs needed Quetzalcoatl for his rich past, at the same
time they had to remove him from the scene in order to achieve empire by
their own violent means. By having Quetzalcoatl banned from the valley in
his human form and residing in the sky as the morning star, the Aztecs
retained him as a token or prize and thus ensured their rightful place next to
the former empires. Sacrifice then became none of his business because he
was far removed from the realities of an emerging empire. Of course, the
Aztecs saw him as responsible for the "shine" of their empire, i.e. the art,
philosophy, and education, but when it came to the business of war,
conquest, and even agriculture, he had no part. 12

12

Frances F. Berdan, The Aztecs of Central Mexico· An Imperial Society Case

27
removing Quetzalcoatl from the temporal scene, sending him to the
§tllfs, the Aztecs had the best of both worlds. On the one hand they had an
~rdightened

side to their pantheon through Quetzalcoatl, the good part of man

(although they probably did not view good and evil the same way as
Europeans). On the other hand, they had Tezcatlipoca--the other part of
man's nature so necessary for conquest. Quetzalcoatl still held great
importance to the Aztecs, especially the nobles, but he simply had no real
power. He became a figure-head in godly form, a monarch whose only
function involved decorating a society of frrst- or second-generation

~

barbarians.
Of course, the promise of his return still presents a problem, but not for
the masses. Quetzalcoatl acted, for the most part, as the god for the nobles.
The nobles held the highest positions in the priesthood and governmentl3
by virtue of their supposed descendency from Quetzalcoatl-Topiltzin, so this
is where the god held the most power. By the time the Spaniards arrived in
Mexico, Quetzalcoatl held great importance only in a small cult following of
the nobles. 14 He still remained the god of arts and learning to the general
Studies in Cultural Anthropolo!l)' (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1982) ,
136-37. Quetzalcoatl is mentioned only in one public ceremony in the Aztec year. All
others are concerned with the gods of agriculture and of course war. There is though a
ceremony mentioned in Burland and Forman (p.49) dedicated to Quetzalcoatl in which a
human sacrifice takes place. It involves only the nobles( as they are supposed to be direct
descendents of Quetzal coat!) and the sacrifice takes place only when the morning star
(which represents Quetzalcoatl) is not visible in the sky.
13 Ibid. 45-72. Social structure in Aztec society is very complex and most of the
highest positions required Toltec lineage. However, open to all was the priesthood on
some level, and government positions often were based on the success a commoner may
have had in battle. For example, if a soldier was able to bring back three captives for
sacrifice, he was given land and servants even though prior to this accomplishment he
was merely a common citizen. Merit-based promotions were possible in Aztec society up
to all but the highest levels.
14 Ibid., 49.
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populace, but his role appeared only decorative. Only the nobles held him in

high esteem toward the end, and this most likely was due to either their
purported biological connection or nostalgia for the past.
Quetzalcoatl served his purpose and remained in the Aztec pantheon
probably only out of respect for his past affiliations with the Toltecs. Had
Cortes not have ever arrived in Mexico, even the myth of Quetzalcoati's
return would have died.1s The Aztecs, after legitimacy became secure,
turned to Tezcatlipoca (in the form ofHuitzilopochtli) for his power in war.
Art and culture were important in town, but the maintenance and extension
of empire took the type of power Tezcatlipoca had to offer. It was not that

I

the Aztecs had turned from what the Spanish saw as the good (comparable to
the Western Christ) Quetzalcoatl to the side of the evil Tezcatlipoca, but their
circumstances both on the physical and spiritual plane found a need for the
latter. For the Aztecs, Tezcatlipoca became an integral part of their empire.
The Smoking Mirror, or Tezcatlipoca as the Aztecs called him, was the
god responsible for giving the Mexica control over the entire land. He
promised that the Aztec people "[would] rule over the whole of Anahuac,
from the deserts of the north to the mountains of the south, and from the
Pacific Ocean to the Caribbean Sea 16 Though a "shadowy" figure in the

I
I
I
I

15

David Carrasco, Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1982), 151. However, it is important to remember that the belief in
Quetzalcoatl's return did not die, in the mind of the last Moctezuma anyway. David
Carrasco states in his book that Moctezuma believed that Quetzalcoatl had "guided,
inspired, and stabilized the Aztec city"... and now with the arrival of Cortes, "struck at
the kings." This in no way demonstrates what the masses may have believed, but does
show the king' s belief in the reality of Quetzalcoatl' s return and perhaps the guilt for
turning away from him and towards the darker side ofTezcatlipoca.
16 Burland and Forman, 55.
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Aztec pantheon, Tezcatlipoca's acts at the beginning of the world ensured the
creation of mankind and his place of importance.
According to the legend, Tezcatlipoca, before mankind existed,
tempted the earth monster to come to the surface of the waters that covered
the earth. When the monster surfaced, a great battle between it and
Tezcatlipoca commenced. The monster snapped off the god's leg, but in the
process broke off its own jaw. Unable to sink back down under the water,
the monster remained at the surface and "on [its] rugged back all the tribes of
men were created and lived." Tezcatlipoca, like Quetzalcoatl, took his place
in the stars as the constellation we know as "The Great Bear," but the Aztecs
saw it as the foot print of the one legged Tezcatlipoca hoping across the sky.
Interestingly enough though, either through his underhanded dealings with
Quetzalcoatl or his place as a conqueror, Tezcatlipoca's place in the sky was
such that he never, "due to his imperfections" approached the pole star, the
symbol of the "divine duality." 17
While the Aztecs did not view good and evil in the same way as the
Europeans, based on Tezcatlipoca's place in the heavens they certainly
seemed aware of the differences between the two. Burland and Forman argue
that the Aztecs believed that since Tezcatlipoca could never reach the pole
star, the ultimate state of divinity, he must remain on earth and man must
deal with him. 18 It mattered not whether he embodied good or evil, but only
that he lived among men and could change their circumstances suddenly.
Sahagun described Tezcatlipoca, or Titacauan, another one of his
many names 19 as one who "[enriched] those he wished to enrich, and to
17
18

Ibid., 56.
Ibid.
19 Ibid. He was also known as Huitzilopochtli to the Aztecs, "The blue hummingbird
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whomever he would indicate misfortune, that he indicated."20 So it

seems
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understood that Aztecs did not view Quetzalcoatl as the leader of the empire
as the Toltecs did. He only brought legitimacy and class to an otherwise
barbaric group, and once these attributes became assured he took a secondary
role in all but the highest levels of society.
His secondary role, however, does not relegate him to a puppet who
only served to "prop" up a murderous band of hill people. The myth of his
return legitimized both the Aztecs' and Quetzalcoatl's place in the Aztec
world. The Aztec nobles probably believed completely in Quetzalcoatl's
return, and that one day he would rule over the Aztec empire as he did in the
Toltec. But until Quetzalcoatl did return, the empire must follow the
methods of one who lived among the people and could at any moment take
everything.
The Aztecs saw Quetzalcoatl as important, but not the prime deity in
the picture. Tezcatlipoca lived on earth22 and had given the Aztecs the power
of control over an extensive empire; because of this, he had great influence.
He had originated among of the Chichemec tribes and therefore gained power
and position through violence. Of course the Aztecs saw Tezcatlipoca and
his violent ways as the darker side of man's nature, but this was also part of
their heritage and not something easily betrayed or forgotten. Just as
Quetzalcoatl counected the Aztecs to the rich culture of the T oltecs,
Tezcatlipoca counected them with their Chichemec past.
The Aztecs used Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca to achieve the best of
both worlds. Legitimacy came through the adoption of the noble Toltec past,
22

Even though his foot print is associated with the "Great Bear" constellation, it must
be remembered that based on his "shadowy" image, he was unable to reach the pole star
which could be considered our heaven. Like a ghost, he remained on earth caught
between two worlds. See Burland and Forman's chapter on Tezcatlipoca for the complete
myth concerning the god's place in the heavens.
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and the power to enforce the legitimacy of that past came from their own
violent ancestry. They placed the gods in such a way that no ideological
conflict between the two ever arose. By putting them in their proper roles,
the Mexica cleared the way for any and all methods needed to achieve their
goals for conquest and continued empire.
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4. SACRIFICE FOR SUN AND EMPIRE
The Aztecs manipulated their religion in such a way that any actions
taken in the pursuit of empire could be rationalized through the use of myth
and religion. Conrad and Demarest believed that these "manipulations of
religious concepts played the crucial role in the rise of the Aztec empire." 1
The Aztecs had incorporated into their own belief system the tools necessary
for absolute power in the valley. Legitimacy brought widespread cohesion of
the Aztec society; no longer were they disorganized wanderers. By retaining
some of their less civilized aspects from the past, they were able to expand at
a rate never seen before in Mexico. However, the way in which they chose to
expand and the reasons for this expansion appear somewhat ambiguous.
Human sacrifice had been present in Mesoamerica in many previous
civilizations, save the Toltecs under Quetzalcoatl. But never had it reached
the frequency and shear numbers of victims offered until the Aztecs arrived

in the valley. Scholars estimate that upwards of fifty-thousand people per
year met their end on the temple steps. 2 After Cortes arrived, one of his
companions who had the grisly task of counting the skulls of the sacrificed
discovered more than one hundred thirty-six thousand in one edifice alone.3

I
I

For some reason, the Aztecs felt a dire need to sacrifice on a scale unheard of

in Mesoamerica. Like many of the aspects of Aztec culture, the reasons for
this behavior dwell somewhere between the real and supernatural worlds.

1

Geoffrey Conrad and Arthur Demarest, Religion and Empire- The Dynamics of
Aztec and Inca Expansionism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) , 4.
2 William Prescott, The World of the Aztecs (Minerva: Istituto Italiano d'Arti,
1970), 59.
3
Ibid. These figures, however, may have been inflated by the Spanish to justify their
own conquest of Mexico.
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The Aztecs may have borrowed much of what they believed from
others, but that in no way diminished their reverence for anything considered
holy. What was written in ancient times and even revised in their own time
had the weight of the gods behind it. The Aztecs believed that people had
lived on earth four times before and had been destroyed four times before
with the death of each sun. 4 They also knew that, in the time of this fifth
age, a day would come when this sun would die and man along with it. In
the end, "in its time, [the fifth sun], there will be earthquakes and famine." 5
The Aztecs, like all humans, did not accept this end to mankind. They
believed they found a "loophole," so to speak, in the coming apocalypse--a
way in which the end might be avoided or at least delayed. The legend of the

I
I

birth of the fifth sun states that the sun rose in the east only to a certain point
in the sky and then stopped. The sun spoke to the spirits and said he would
only continue his journey across the sky if they sacrificed themselves,
"allowing their hearts to be removed. " 6 At first the spirits refused; then they
sent the morning star up into the sky to shoot an arrow at the sun. The sun
"ducked" and in tum fired an arrow at the morning star, wounding it and
sending it back to the dead land of earth. The spirits knew they had little
chance against the sun so they surrendered their bodies and allowed

I
I

themselves to be sacrificed. 7 Following the violent ritual, the sun again made
its way across the sky.
4

John Bierhorst, "The Codex Chimalpopoca- History and Mythology of the Aztecs
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1992), 25. 2:16 So the old ones knew that in the
fifth age, in the time of 1 rabbit, earth and sky were established, people had existed four
times, life had been created four times. So they knew how each of the suns had been."
5
Ibid., 26.
6
John Bierhorst, The Hun.gr:y Womaw Myths and Legends of the Aztecs (New York:
William Morrow, 1984), 36.
7
Ibid. It is unclear if the morning star in this myth is associated with Quetzalcoatl.
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The Aztecs obviously saw in this myth the effect sacrifice had on the
movement of the sun and incorporated it into their imperialistic goals. This,
however, is where their reasoning for sacrifice becomes clouded. Did the
Aztecs use the myth of the fifth sun as an excuse for conquest and violence,
or was conquest and violence simply a byproduct of the need to procure
blood for the sun?
Mircea Eliade once said, "where history is on the march, thanks to
kings, heroes, or empires, the sun is supreme. " 8 His statement implies that,
in solar cults, greatness often came as a direct result of worshipping the sun.
The solar deity, for whatever reason, spurred on the physical progress of its
adherents. This seems to be the case with the Aztecs. It is illogical to think
that they went to all the trouble sacrificing entails simply to justifY in their
own minds and their enemies' that sacrifice was necessary for the overall
survival of mankind. They actually believed it, and this can be proven.
The Aztecs had the divine right to rule the valley and all of Mexico,
Tezcatlipoca had told them. They had inherited the greatness of the former
Toltecs, and in their minds this gave them the historic and noble rights to
pursue empire by virtue of that connection. The Aztecs needed no excuse for
empire building; the pantheon and history gave them all the reasons they
needed. In addition, unlike other civilizations that went off to war, the
Aztecs did not simply set off to win the battle and kill the enemy, but to win
the battle and bring the enemy home alive for the purposes of sacrifice. In
some cases, the Aztecs did not have to travel far for victims. In the "wars of
The morning star does oppose sacrifice in the myth, but is not necessarily Quetzalcoatl.
Perhaps because of this myth Quetzalcoatl is later assigned to this position in the sky, but
that is only speculation.
8
Mircea Eliade, Patterns In Comparative Religion (Lincoln: University ofNebraska
Press, 1996), 124.
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flowers" the Aztecs simply arranged battles with the Tlaxcallans and
Huexotzincos, their neighbors, for the sole purpose of procuring sacrificial
victims. 9
Prisoners of war made up a large percentage of the Aztecs' pool of
victims. Even though others in the society sometimes found themselves on
the temple steps for various reasons, 10 the primary source of victims came
from battle. The reason for only sacrificing prisoners can be traced back to
the gods. Huitzilopochtli, a sun deity, 11 associated with other primary god
Tezcatlipoca is represented in the Aztec pantheon as a destroyer.
Tezcatlipoca gave the Mexica the right to control all of Mexico and by
violent force, so it makes sense that the only suitable food for the sun god
must come from the bounty of the conquest.
The blood of the conquered, thought the Aztecs, became the only
possible sustenance for Huitzilopochtli and thus locked the empire into a
constant state of war. Of course, they enjoyed the fruits of expansionism; the

I
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tribute paid to them and all the land they captured did much to encourage
their taste for blood. As the empire grew stronger and stronger, the Mexica
doubtless began to feel the pressure of ensuring the continuation of mankind.
The gods obviously felt pleased with the Aztecs based on the success of the
empire. They controlled an extensive area of Mexico and shared power with
no other group. Even the partners in the "Triple Alliance" found themselves

9 Berdan, 109.
10 Ibid. 111-42. Slaves were sometimes bought and sacrificed by the merchant class

on special occasions, but these sacrifices, it does not appear, were neither dedicated to
the sun nor necessarily state-sponsored.
11 The name Huitzilopochtli is associated with different gods in different situations, so
one must be careful not to assign that name to any one station in the Aztec pantheon.
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subordinate to the Aztecs. 12 The Mexica must have felt overwhelmed by
their position and responsibility because as they grew stronger sacrifice at an
unprecedented level began to appear in the valley.
Unlike the Druids, who also believed in the cosmic need for sacrifice,
the Aztecs felt that the more they sacrificed the better. As the empire grew,
more and more temples underwent construction in the name of the sun god,
each blessed in the blood ofthousands. 13 The Aztecs found themselves on a
path that allowed no retreat. They had fed the sun so much that its appetite
seemed insatiable. Sacrifice certainly appeared to be working, man had not
perished 14 and the Aztecs had great wealth and power, but the more they
killed the more they needed to kilL Greed of the gods meant greed of the
empire. Each ensured the survival of the other and perhaps guaranteed the
r

r

eventual destruction of both.
The Aztecs believed wholeheartedly that sacrifice was imperative for
the survival of the universe and of their empire. The goal now is to look at
the more fundamental reasons behind the violent ritual in the Aztec world
and to see if any portion of the generalized theory and others proposed in

r

r

r

r

r·

chapter one applies to Mesoamerica. Primarily, we want to look at sacrifice
in Aztec culture to see if environmental factors played a major role in its

lZ Portilla, 36. The "Triple Alliance" consisted of the Aztecs, and the city states of
Tezcoco and Tacuba. These three originally worked together to secure power in the
valley, but eventually the Aztecs overshadowed them and became more powerful. This of
course led to the "flower wars" in which the Aztecs procured many victims for sacrifice
from their former allies.
13 Prescott, 59. A great temple dedicated to Huitzilopochtli in 1486 had a sacrificial
line of victims that stretched nearly two miles. In just a few days it is said over seventy
thousand captives were sacrificed. (This is according to Spanish sources)
14 Although in no way certain, the Aztecs may have believed that the increase in
sacrifice also delayed the return of Quetzalcoatl His return meant the end of the present
empire and most likely the return of the real legitimate rulers of the valley, the Toltecs.
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inception and also to look at the idea of fear as reason for an increase in the
number of violent rituals performed.
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5. THE AZTECS AND THE GENERAL THEORY
The natives ofthis land had very large temples... with a house of
worship at the top, and close to the entrance a low stone, about knee
high, where the men or women who were to be sacrificed to their gods
were thrown to their backs and of their own accord remained

I
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perfectly still. A priest then came out with a stone knife like a
lance-head but which barely cut anything, and with this knife he
opened the part where the heart is and took out the heart, without the
person who was being sacrificed uttering a word. .. Then the man or
woman, having been killed in this fashion, was thrown down the steps,
where the body was taken and most cruelly torn to pieces, then
roasted in clay ovens and eaten as a very tender delicacy; and this is
the way they made sacrifices to their gods. 1

I
I

Clearly the Aztecs primarily sacrificed for the continued survival of the
universe, but how did this belief come about in the mind of the sacrificers,
and did something more basic explain the violent ritual? They must have had
a more fundamental reason for sacrifice initially--an igniting force behind the
ritual. To answer this question, the violent ritual of the Aztecs is placed next
to the generalized theory for the purpose verifying the thesis and explaining
the fundamental meaning of the ritual in this specific case. Before that,
however, a viewing of the other theories as they apply to the Aztecs seems
appropriate for a clearer understanding of nuances within the violent ritual,
e.g., the function of cannibalism.

Quoted in Conrad and Demarest , 28-29.
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Looking back to chapter one, obviously Tyler's gift theory of sacrifice
correlates nicely with the Aztec world in some ways. Tyler's theory exists
primarily in the realm of theocentrism and the Mexica certainly were
theocentristic. They sacrificed to a celestial body, but that body was viewed
as a god. In addition, the Aztecs believed they must feed the gods with blood
to ensure their own survival, so the ideas of giving gifts and receiving
benefits most definitely fits here. However, past this point Tyler's ideas on
the meaning of sacrifice fail.
Like Smith, Tyler thought that at some point the gift sacrifice entered
into the realm of guilt and renunciation; this is not present in the Mexicas'
ritual. At no time did the Aztecs express guilt over sacrificing others or over
estrangement and wrong-doing to the gods. The people they sacrificed
almost always consented to their fate and even viewed it as a reward, 2 so it
seems unlikely that actual guilt over killing ever came into play.
The people sacrificed often portrayed the gods who received the
sacrifice from that particular ceremony. 3 This falls into the category of
Robertson Smith's totemic communion theory. The Aztecs ceremonially
killed the god through sacrifice and then ate the human form of the deity. In
this ritual the sacrificers gained the power of the god through the

I
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consumption of part of it, while at the same time appeasing the supernatural.

2

Berdan , 115-16. In some cases, captured warriors were offered positions of
importance in the Aztec army, but often refused and demanded sacrifice instead. It was
believed that a glorious afterlife awaited the sacrificial victims, who so kindly offered up
their own flesh as food for the gods and others, though cannibalism most likely became
secondary in importance to the victim.
3
Ibid. , 113. Slaves or captives from war were dressed in fine clothing and other
ornaments. They danced and ate the best of foods most likely to fatten them up so that
plenty of meat was available after the ritual. On the day of the sacrifice they were often
dressed as the god himself.
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In the realm of the ritual, the sacrificed person became the deity, and through
the eating a communion was reached.
No guilt presented itself through the ritual killing and eating of the
god, because, for the Aztecs, the sacrificing of the god reenacted the events at
the beginning of the fifth sun. The gods in the creation myth had to sacrifice
themselves in order for the sun to continue its way across the sky, thus
sacrificing the god seemed necessary and natural for the Aztecs. In addition,
it is possible to speculate that the Mexica viewed the victim as only sacred
after the kill had taken place. 4 The removal of the heart and its subsequent
ceremony always came before the other parts of the ritual, namely the
cannibalism. Since the heart acted as the prime "gift" to the sun, perhaps
only after it had been ritually offered could the cannibalism have religious
meaning. The point being that the god was not the god until the moment of
death for the victim. This is more in line with Frazer's magic theory.
Frazer believed the sacrifice brought the god into the realm of the
material world through ritual and this in turn renewed the god. This is quite
complicated to reconcile completely in the case of the Aztecs, but elements of
this belief are present. For one, the Aztecs did believe that sacrifice renewed
the sun god and kept it in the sky. They also viewed the killing of the god as
the transference of the supernatural to the material world. Through this
transference they (the Aztecs) received the body of the god directly for their
own benefit. However, it is unlikely that they viewed the ritual sacrifice of
the deity as the direct reason for his renewal and continued survival. More

4

Leonardo Lopez Lujan, The Offerings of the Templo Mayor ofTenochtitlan (Niwot,
Colorado: University Press of Colorado, 1994), 43. Lujan refers to this as
"Bereavement Rites," the transformation of the dead into gods.
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than likely they simply saw the sacrifice as the reenactment of the creation
myth and ultimately the feeding of the god through auto-sacrifice.
All of the theocentric as well as the alternative theories proposed in
modern scholarship fit, to some degree, the Aztecs' rationale for the violent
ritual; for the most part this is not unique or unexpected. The Aztecs, like
many early civilizations, felt the need to control their physical world, and
each theory simply explains how the sacrificers attempted to gain that
control. But the theories so far proposed do not explain why the sacrificers
felt they needed communions, gifts, or magic to gain control; for this we
must employ the general theory.
I stated in chapter three that the Aztecs, based on the evidence found,
committed sacrifice for the sole purpose of ensuring the continuation of the
universe. This is the primary end their ritual attempted to reach, but not
necessarily the igniting force behind the ritual itself. Even the gifts, the
communions, and the magic only worked as the means to the same end of
solar order and reliability. The true reasons for Aztec human sacrifice and its
staggering proliferation are the results of something more base, something
more fundamental and universal in the human psyche.
The generalized theory proposed that all sacrifice, including human,
came about as a direct result of a form of enviromnental determinism and

I
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fear. The former sparked the ritual and the latter perpetuated it. No matter
what man's ultimate reason for the violent ritual, these two components acted
as the impetus for sacrifice and worked to continue feeding of it. The Aztecs
were no exception.
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The Mexica believed they lived in the time of the "Fifth Sun."
According to the "Tenochtitlan sequence of the five ages or suns," this was
the time when man subsisted on maize. 5 The Aztecs, in spite of constant
conquest and tribute gathering, still depended greatly on agriculture for their
survival. At one time they wandered the valley as pure nomadic barbarians,
but during the years of the empire much of their land grew food. In fact, land
and agriculture were so important in Aztec culture that if a warrior had great
success in battle he often received farm land and serfs as a reward. 6 As the
empire grew it became more dependent on agriculture. The Mexica needed
to feed themselves, and this led to measures that worked to ensure success in
all agricultural pursuits.?
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The Aztec solar year contained eighteen months, and at the beginning
of each of these months came a ceremony. Well over half of these
ceremonies, and not always at key planting or harvesting times, had
agricultural themes and involved human sacrifice. 8 The others concerned
themselves with themes of war and celestial creativity. Berdan believes that
all human sacrifice, either for war or agriculture, "abstractly" was performed
for the sun, 9 however, this seems too simplistic an explanation and one only
applicable in certain situations_lo

5
6

Berdan, 121.
Ibid. 64-65.
7
The Aztecs may have been historically aware of the droughts that had affected the
Toltecs and seriously weakened their empire. While the Toltecs had peaceful sacrifices
such as those involving food, insects and even birds, nothing on the scale of what the
Aztecs did in the name of agriculture was ever performed.
8
Ibid. 136-37.
9
Ibid. 114.
1° The dedication of temples to the sun god Huitzilopochtli involved sacrifices that
were perhaps only intended for the sun, but based on his many other names and functions
even this is not certain.
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44
Many authors pay too much attention to the Aztecs' conquests as
functions of sacrifice in the name of sun and war. They forget environment
and geography. The Aztecs initially lived on an island in the middle of a lake
with little room for growth in the immediate area. These environmental
surroundings probably had much to do with both giving them safety from
their enemies and creating a need for expansion.
Empire building through war brought the Mexica the land they so
needed and desired. War came about as a result of the need for more land,
initially anyway. For success in battle, the Aztecs turned to the gods for help.
In exchange for their divine help, the emerging empire offered sacrifices to
the deities ofwar.ll The sacrifices acted as a way of securing good fortune

I

in the task at hand, but that stemmed from environmental pressures.

I

subsequent sacrifice could they reach their goal of greatness and preeminence

The Aztecs felt, rightly or wrongly, that only through conquest and

in the valley. By virtue of their geographic position and their violently
superstitious past, it is not surprising the Mexicas' empire progressed by
these means and with this rationale. Their physical environment played the
primary role in igniting their expansionism. Human sacrifice came about as
a way to ensure continued success in that expansionism through supernatural
means.
After land became secure and the Aztec agricultural machine was in
place, the empire needed assurances that crops would not fail and yields
would be high enough to feed the growing population; so once again they
turned to the gods for help. As mentioned earlier, many of the monthly

It is no accident either that the war deity and sun deity are interchangeable in both
name and position.
ll

I.
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ceremonies involved themes of success in agriculture. Human sacrifice
centered around all of these just like in the war rituals. The Aztecs felt they
lived in such a precarious world that only through sacrifice, and all that it
meant to the gods, could their farms be successful and themselves
prosperous.
On both counts, expansionism and agriculture, the Mexica found
overwhelming success. The empire has been considered one of the most
powerful Mesoamerica ever knew. The Aztecs knew this themselves and
probably attributed it in many ways to their divine help. For a people lacking
in any true understanding of the world around them, it is quite possible that
they saw the gods as smiling down on them. The sacrifices had worked, but
would they always work? At some point an element of fear must have
entered the collective Aztec mind and brought with it a sense of foreboding.
They knew that sacrifice had brought them their great empire and only
through its continuance and even proliferation would they continue in their
present role. Sacrifice now worked against the empire as fear took over and
they began to wonder if they were sacrificing enough, in the right way, and to
the right gods. Around this time, the sacrificers turned their focus to the sun
as the primary receiver of the ritual as it may have acted to serve the dual

I
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roles of the warrior and agricultural god--an attempt to cover all the bases.
In the superstitious world of the Aztecs, feelings of fear and
uncertainty with respect to the future seem appropriate. They knew of their
great success and wanted it to continue, but in the process attempted to fix
what was not broken. 12 Prescott believed that even if the Spanish has not
12

Perhaps sacrifice also increased because of the fear felt in the noble classes about
Quetzalcoatl's return. This could have been an attempt to align more with the darker
forces of Tezcatlipoca in hopes that a return of Quetzal coat! could be avoided by making
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come to Mexico the Aztecs still would have perished. For him, the Aztecs
increased barbarity with respect to sacrifice, and its methods would have
eventually been a "fatal influence on the nation."B

II.

The ideas of the generalized theory apply nicely to the Aztecs and at
the same time work in harmony with the other theories. At no time has this
paper proposed that human sacrifice, in the Aztec culture, lacked elements of
magic, communion, gift, or any other aspects that scholarship has offered;
instead I have attempted to place them in proper context. All previous
theories simply give explanations of how the sacrificers believed violent
ritual aided them and their gods towards some desired end. What the general
theory has done is attempt to give reasons why, at the outset, man felt he
needed a connection to the supernatural not just the end sought from that
connection. As Jacques Soustelle said: "Human sacrifice was the only
response that they [the Aztecs] could conceive, to the instability of a
threatened world. Blood was necessary to save this world and the men in
it..."14

the sacrificial gods even stronger. Of course this is only speculation.
13 Prescott, 61.
14 Jacques Soustelle, Daily Life of the Aztecs on the Eve of Spanish Conquest (New
York: Macmillan Co. 1968), 99.
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CONCLUSION
The post-classic era in Mesoamerica arrived with the great city of
Tula, led by a benevolent king who brought his people true civilization and
progress. In time, however, the great empire of the Toltecs crumbled and
Mesoamerica returned once again to its traditionally violent ways. The
Chichemecs came from the north and mixed with the remnants of the
remaining Toltecs and became the Aztecs or Mexica.
The Aztecs formed a new empire that borrowed from the great past of
the valley and at the same time retained the traits of a more barbaric history.
This new empire raged throughout the valley of Mexico conquering enemy
and ally in the name of sun and sacrifice. The Aztecs built their great
civilization on the foundations of the violent ritual, and it brought them the
preeminence in the valley they so wanted. But, as happens to most nations
that live by war and conquest, the Aztecs too met defeat at the hands of a
more powerful and equally merciless invader.
This paper has dealt primarily with the middle of the post-classical
era, after the fall ofTula and before the arrival of the Spanish; the Aztecs
have been the focus. They not only dominated the area of the valley of
Mexico during this time, but did so in a way the region had never seen.
Many believe the use of sacrifice became the excuse for expansion and
empire building; this study reverses the causation. Throughout this work, I
have attempted to portray the Aztecs as both deeply superstitious and
deterministic with respect to sacrifice. By viewing the Mexica as a people
and not as an empire, the motive behind the group's violent behavior has
become clearer and not so contradictory. In proceeding this way, two of the
fundamental questions surrounding the bloody empire have been answered:
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I) What the rationale behind sacrifice and its proliferation was, and 2) how
and why the Aztecs combined elements of the non-sacrificing T oltec culture
into their own without betraying Quetzalcoatl. 1 In addition, sacrifice and its
meaning in general received a certain degree of scrutiny and revision, in the
form of the general theory.
With the respect to the general theory, it is hoped that the reader
approached the idea of environmental determinism in the context of the time.

In the twentieth century it is often easy to forget the extent to which our
ancestors were influenced by their physical environment. In a civilization as
connected to the local geography and dependent on agriculture as the Aztecs,
a form of determinism fit quite well in explaining behavior. Add to this the
dependence they felt on the supernatural world for control, and the violent
ritual seemed inevitable. The study in no way proposes that environment
acted as the only force in moving the empire and the history of the Aztecs
along, but only that it had a profound impact on the implementation and
proliferation of the violent ritual.

In conclusion, it must be said of the Aztecs that they made the best of
their humble roots. They lived in the early years of their formation as
nomadic wanderers who at every turn found only harassment and persecution
from stronger, more organized groups, but in the end built an empire more
powerful than any previous. Had it not been for their violent and cruel
rituals, history may have placed them along side the other great empires of all

1

This, however, is not completely certain. As mentioned earlier, some of the nobles
believed Quetzal coati would one day return to regain his place at the head of the empire,
but if this is an indication that a sense of guilt existed in the Aztec mind over the practice
of sacrifice is uncertain. Quetzal coati still found respect in the Aztec pantheon in other
ways which has led me to believe that the Aztecs, in general, felt no sense of guilt over
his exodus or their violent practices.
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time instead of categorizing them as a antbropologic oddity. However, the
violent ritual, in large part, spurred the success of the powerful civilization,
without which it would have failed. In the Aztecs' rage for control over their
environment and the favor of the gods, they achieved empire through both
mythic legitimacy and ancestral barbarity.

so
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